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2	UK	Government	related	music	policy	initiatives	have	included	five	versions	of	a	‘National	
Curriculum’	for	music	in	England	(1992,	1995,	1998,	2007,	2013),	a	‘Music	Manifesto’—jointly	
launched	by	the	Ministries	of	Education	and	Culture—in	2004,	a	‘National	Singing	Programme’	Sing	
Up	(2007-2012),	small	scale	Sistema-type	instrumental	learning	initiatives	in	Scotland	(from	2007)	
and	England	(from	2009)	and	the	launch	of	a	National	Plan	for	Music	Education	(2011)—a	first	for	
any	subject	area	in	England.		
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and	funding	more	effectively	to	transform	the	education	system	to	balance	these	factors	
out	and	give	all	children	the	best	possible	chance	to	thrive	irrespective	of	socio-economic-
status	and	locality?		 	
	
Furthermore,	the	last	decade	or	more	has	seen	tremendous	growth	in	research	across	the	
clinical	and	social	sciences,	as	well	as	the	arts,	that	is	focused	on	education	and	
development	through	music,	included	that	focused	on	social	cohesion	and	community	and	
individual	health	and	well-being	(cf	Benedict	et	al,	2015;	MacDonald,	Kreutz	&	Mitchell,	
2013).	Why	then	is	this	research	evidence	not	having	a	more	visible	and	sustainable	impact	
on	music	education	policy	and	practice	in	the	UK	and	elsewhere?	The	answer,	in	part,	
relates	to	the	biography	of	the	researchers	and	the	nature	of	the	research	that	they	
undertake.	What	counts	as	evidence	and	its	interpretation	for	policy	making	is	socially-
constructed	and	socially-located,	shaped	by	the	particular	and	peculiar	experiences	that	
individuals	bring	to	the	research	act.	Although	it	seems	sensible	for	the	researcher	to	be	an	
‘insider’,	in	the	sense	of	having	sufficient	expertise	and	insight	to	be	able	to	understand	the	
likely	multi-faceted	nature	of	the	‘problem’	that	is	the	subject	of	investigation,	in	practice,	
such	understanding	may	limit	the	type	of	evidence	gathering	and	interpretation.	Keeping	a	
sense	of	distance	is	desirable,	not	least	to	ground	the	research	in	a	multiplicity	of	
perspectives	that	might,	subsequently,	have	applicability	for	a	diverse	groups	of	users.		
	
We	can	see	from	our	four	cases	described	above	that	when	the	spinning	triangle	of	policy,	
research	and	practice	slows	down,	dynamic	lines	of	connection	spark	innovation,	
motivation	and	commitment	to	transformation.	Research-informed	policy	and	practice	can	
and	do	generate	positive	outcomes	for	children	and	young	people	–	but	it’s	a	delicate	
business.	Practice	and	policy	change	both	take	their	own	time,	and	that	is	often	too	slow	
for	the	patience	threshold	of	governments.	Nevertheless,	it	each	case,	there	was	a	‘policy	
window’	(Kingdon,	1995)	that	opened	up	in	the	identification	of	a	particular	need	that	
resonated	with	at	least	two	of	the	main	groups	of	likely	stakeholders—politicians,	
professionals	and	researchers,	thus	allowing	a	coincidence	of	overlapping	interests	to	
advocate	for	the	collection	of	evidence	towards	the	addressing	of	that	specific	need.		
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Getting	research-informed	practice	change	to	stick	at	the	grassroots	level	is	a	messy	
business	–	as	seen	in	the	evolution	of	Whole	Class	Ensemble	Teaching	(WCET).	Achieving	
significant	systemic	change	requires	a	high	level	of	leadership	discipline,	collective	
determination	and	at	least	some	independence	from	government,	as	is	so	vividly	clear	in	
the	Music	Generation	Ireland	story;	and	in	our	Brazil	example,	we	can	see	that	getting	
music	education	right	for	all	children	and	young	people	irrespective	of	social	circumstances	
calls	for	practice	that	is	underpinned	by	research	and	policy	drawn	from	broader	social	and	
political	spheres	than	those	simply	concerned	with	music	pedagogy.	Through	the	‘inspire-
music’	work	in	England,	it	has	become	clear	that	both	theoretical	and	practice	based	
research	domains	are	too	often	a	long	way	from	the	daily	discourse	of	music	educators	
lives,	and	that	awakening	the	motivation	and	positive	self-image	of	teacher-as-researcher	
could	be	key	in	transforming	opportunities	for	children	and	young	people.		
	
We	can	see	certain	conditions	in	place	in	our	example	cases	where	policy,	research	and	
practice	are	in	optimum	iterative	balance:	
- Patience,	persistence	and	activism:	in	all	our	examples,	the	research	roots	of	policy	and	
practice	change	go	back	at	least	20	and	as	much	as	80	years.	Individuals	that	bring	that	
research	knowledge	to	bear	on	government	thinking,	programme	and	practice	
development	keep	testing	and	re-testing,	proposing	and	re-proposing,	and	passing	the	
baton	to	successive	generations	with	an	intense	focus.	There	is	lineage,	and	there	is	
cultural	memory.	
- Commitment	to	practice-led	innovation:	it	can	be	difficult	for	active	teaching	
practitioners	to	find	the	time,	space	and	the	right	kind	of	peer-culture	to	approach	their	
work	in	a	spirit	of	enquiry.	Research	materials	and	policy	initiatives	can	be	expressed	in	
ways	that	feel	remote	from	the	daily	business	of	music	education,	and	senior	leadership	
teams	don’t	always	respect	the	importance	of	trying	things	out	that	may	not	work	first	
time.		A	culture	of	enquiry-based	CPD	within	an	active	community	of	practice	enables	
teachers	to	become	researchers	in	their	daily	work,	influencing	both	practice	and	
policy.		
- Courageous,	visible	shared	leadership:	It	is	beyond	cliché	to	observe	that	as	a	species	we	
are	inclined	to	resist	change.	In	all	four	of	our	cases,	change	leadership	and	the	
alignment	of	research,	policy	and	practice	are	vividly	and	visibly	led,	by	groupings	that	
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bring	together	independent,	government	and	organisation-based	advocates,	experts	
and	visionaries	in	common	cause.	Leadership	is	reflective,	dynamic,	vocal	and	strategic.	
- Collaboration	and	partnership:	bringing	the	right	people	together	at	the	right	time	in	the	
right	place	with	the	right	information,	as	well	ensuring	that	they	stay	committed	and	
connected	over	long	periods	of	time,	is	a	highly	skilled	practice,	and	is	fundamental	
both	to	effective	policy	transformation	and	implementation.	Geoff	Whitty	(2016)	
writes:	‘building	partnerships	amongst	different	stakeholders	and	making	use	of	a	range	
of	opportunities	beyond	official	channels	to	disseminate	findings	can	be	crucial’		and	that	
is	certainly	born	out	in	all	our	case	studies.	
	
Practitioners,	teachers,	policy	makers,	advocates,	musicians,	parents	and	learners	all	have	a	
contribution	to	make	in	pinning	down	the	spinning	triangle.	It	is	possible	to	bring	together	
research,	policy	and	practice	to	change	government	policy,	rebalance	funding,	transform	
quality	of	experience	and	ensure	inclusion.		We	know	the	difference	music	can	make	in	
children	and	young	people’s	lives	if	we	get	that	right	–	so	it	is	simply	our	duty	to	do	so.	
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